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ABSTRACT 
Executive skills are developed and refined throughout childhood and adolescence. 
Many of these critical functional skills are consolidated in early adolescence. Utilizing 
action research methodology, surveys were administered to the adult stakeholders of a 
departmentalized seventh grade class at a suburban parochial school. Survey results 
informed the development of executive skill strategies to be explicitly taught to all 
students across the seventh grade curriculum. Specifically, strategies included 
presentations to school staff and administrators describing executive skill development 
and survey findings, a semi-structured discussion with the seventh grade class regarding 
executive functions, and the implementation of an integrated online assignment calendar 
as well as reinforcing the students' daily use of planners to record assignments and due 
dates. Pre- and Post-intervention questionnaires completed and scored by the seventh 
grade students (N=27) indicated statistically significant findings (t=l.785 (26), p<0.05). 
The discussion describes variables that may have contributed to this statistically 
significant result as well as opportunities for further research. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Executive functioning skills are defined as the cognitive processes required to 
plan and organize activities. These include the ability to initiate and follow through on 
tasks, a solid working memory and attention span, skills at performance monitoring, 
inhibition of impulses, and goal-directed persistence (Dawson, 20 10). Another way to 
define executive function is to contrast it with general knowledge. Reynolds and Horton 
(2008) explain that executive functions involve decision making, planning actions, and 
generalizing novel motor outputs. While executive functions are cognitively active, 
general knowledge is described as more cognitively passive. 
Executive skill attainment is a developmental process and the specific skills 
comprising executive functioning are often presented within a developmental context. 
For example, Dawson and Guare (2009) propose that specific executive skills are attained 
in the following developmental progression: response inhibition, working memory, 
emotional control, sustained attention, task initiation, planning/prioritization, 
organization, time management, goal-directed persistence, flexibility, and finally, meta-
cognition. 
A more specific developmental course of executive skill attainment has been 
outlined by Cantin, Mann, and Hund (2012). Citing collective research, the authors note 
that executive functioning skills have been described as the single best predictor of 
school readiness and implicated in numerous facets of functioning such as academic, 
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social, psychological, and behavioral domains. Executive functioning develops over the 
life span; emerging in the first few years of life, becoming fully mature by late 
adolescence, and then declining with normal aging. Focusing on three splinter skills of 
executive functioning- attention, memory, and inhibition -Cantin et al. describe the 
developmental course of these abilities through childhood. Specifically, attention 
develops and improves in a linear fashion between the ages of 6 and 12 years, working 
memory skills also improve in a linear manner from ages 4 to 15 years, and the ability to 
inhibit responses emerges in the first year of life and becomes more refined throughout 
middle childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. 
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There is a great deal of variance in the presentation and development of executive 
functioning skills across both typical and atypical learners. As a school psychologist 
working with middle school and high school aged students, the direct impact of executive 
functioning on school performance has been overly apparent. For example, some 
students with learning challenges are able to perform within or above grade level 
expectancies due to the consistent application of strong executive functioning skills such 
as time management, planning, and goal-directed persistence. On the other hand, some 
students who present with strong academic skills struggle with the functional aspects of 
the curriculum such as recording assignments in a planner or breaking long-term projects 
into manageable pieces. Often, the supports for students struggling with these 
developmental executive challenges are reactionary and inefficient, supports are provided 
to these students on an individual basis and after a significant problem has been 
identified. Due to the tremendous need for preventative and developmentally appropriate 
executive skill instruction directly observed across student populations, the goal of the 
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present research is to seek universal, tier 1 evidence-based solutions that would meet this 
need described above. 
Given the wide array of executive functioning models that exist, as well as the 
"splinter-skill" approach to developing and enhancing specific executive skill challenges, 
it became important to identify what particular executive skills should be targeted for this 
grade-wide intervention approach. There appears to be a gap in the body of research that 
examines the development of universal evidence-based procedures for strengthening 
executive skills across a grade level. Because of the vast field of abilities and aptitudes 
that fall under executive functioning, it became important to conduct a needs assessment 
to identify what executive skills were the most valued by adult stakeholders in a given 
school. Action research provides a methodology that supports this line of inquiry. 
Action Research 
Action research has been defined as a systematic approach to investigation that 
enables people to find effective solutions to problems they confront in their everyday 
lives (Stringer, 2013). Under an action research model, the researchers are regarded as a 
resource person who acts as a catalyst to assist stakeholders to define their problems 
clearly and to monitor and support their activity as they work toward effective resolution 
ofthe issues that provide the focus oftheir investigations (Stringer, 2013). As such, this 
study was conceived as an opportunity to facilitate meaningful responses to the concerns 
voiced by stakeholders. The goal was to provide an individualized and participatory 
process for a departmentalized seventh grade community to do the work of problem 
solving. Researchers simply facilitate this process. 
In its simplest form, action research is a collaborative approach built around a 
simple yet powerful framework- Look, Think, Act- that enables people to commence 
their inquiries in a straightforward manner and build greater detail into procedures as the 
complexity of issues increases (Stringer, 20 13). Action research appeared to be a 
reasonable approach to the development of universal executive skills across a 
departmentalized seventh grade class. 
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CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
Strands of Executive Functioning Research 
Literature searches have revealed different foci of executive skill development. 
One strand of research examines interventions for specific executive skills such as 
emotional self-regulation or meta-cognition. Flook et al. (20 I 0) found that a school-
based program teaching mindful awareness practices led to improvements in executive 
functioning skills such as behavioral regulation and meta-cognition among elementary 
school aged children. Another study by Kubesch et al. (2009) determined that executive 
attention skills were enhanced among middle school aged children when they were 
provided with a 30-minute physical education program. 
There is also a line of inquiry that studies the executive functioning abilities for 
individuals with various exceptionalities. Examples include researchers examining facets 
of executive functioning in individuals with ADHD (Field, Parker, Sawilowsky, & 
Rolands, 2013; Langberg, Dvorsky, & Evans, 2013), intellectual disability (Danielsson, 
Henry, Messer, & Ronnberg, 2012), and individuals who were delivered preterm 
(Anderson & Doyle, 2004). 
Finally, yet another strand of research examines the developmental aspects of 
executive skill development across the lifespan. For example, a study by Prencipe et al. 
(20 11) sought to better understand emerging adolescent executive functioning skills from 
a developmental perspective. Specifically, they delineated the differences between 
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"cool" and "hot' executive functioning skills. Hot skills describe executive tasks that are 
motivationally and emotionally significant while cool tasks are more abstract and absent 
of emotional value. In an experiment, the researchers concluded that while higher-order 
executive skills such as inhibitory control, cognitive flexibility, and meta-cognition skills 
continue to develop in adolescence, the hot executive skills tend to develop relatively 
slowly. The researchers suggested that the slower emergence of emotionally based 
executive skills has implications for the risky behaviors often observed in adolescence. 
The researchers suggest that this developmental difference may begin to explain why, in 
real life situations, teens don't necessarily exhibit the healthy decision making skills and 
insight to successfully manage challenges in and out of school. 
Early childhood has received a large share of the developmentally focused 
executive functioning research. Ciccantelli and Vakil (20 11) describe a case study 
involving a kindergarten student displaying some profound executive skill weaknesses 
including distractibility, hyperactivity, impulsivity, difficulty transitioning, 
disorganization, and poor work habits. Following a comprehensive assessment, a many-
sided intervention involving behavioral techniques, reorganization of work space, 
modified work load and presentation, and home-school collaboration led to marked 
improvements in student functioning by the end of the academic year. 
Executive Functioning and Adolescence 
Literature searches specifically targeting adolescence and executive functioning 
revealed some indication of the current body of knowledge addressing these topics. A 
large, representative national sample was used to examine the relationship between 
executive function and academic achievement in children aged 5 to 17 (Best, Miller & 
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Naglieri, 2011). These researchers cited prior longitudinal research that suggested 
executive functioning skills contributed directly to academic achievement. They 
concluded that, generally, the magnitude of executive function improvement was large 
across the youngest age groups, became more moderate in late childhood, and diminished 
further during adolescence. It was concluded that executive functioning continues to 
develop into adolescence, with possibly a focus during adolescence on fine tuning skills 
acquired during the rapid changes during the elementary school years. 
Another study by Miller, Nevado-Montenegro and Hinshaw (2012) also indicated 
that childhood executive functioning skills were predictive of later academic and 
occupational outcomes. These researchers concluded that it is important to assess and 
develop interventions that target executive functioning impairments early in life in order 
to prevent long-term difficulties across a range of important functional domains. 
Reynolds and Horton (2008) performed a meta-analysis of available executive 
function data across the life span and noted a positive trajectory of executive functioning 
skill attainment during the middle school years. Dawson and Guare (2009) also point out 
that beginning around age 11 or 12 there is a consolidation of mental skills that occurs 
setting the stage for the onset of rapid learning and development. The results of these 
studies suggest that early adolescence is an important place within the larger 
developmental context to provide direct executive functioning support and instruction as 
this is a point of substantial growth. 
Executive Functioning and Middle School 
Armstrong (2006) discusses the unique developmental needs of middle school 
students. This author describes the emergence of the middle school movement in the 
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1960s, which was a response to an understanding that the biological milestone of puberty 
led to a disruption of the relatively smooth development of children through the early 
elementary school years. This developmental stage is marked by an educational need to 
direct those surging emotional impulses into productive channels rather than focus on 
academic skill attainment. To support this disruption, educators and researchers 
recognized the need for this population of students to take part in mentoring relationships 
between teachers and students, engage students in smaller learning communities, and 
establish a flexible interdisciplinary curriculum that encourages active and personalized 
learning. Developmentally appropriate middle school practices also include meta-
cognitive strategies integrated into all courses, emotionally meaningful curriculum, 
student roles in decision making, honoring and respecting student voices, and facilitating 
social and emotional growth. Armstrong, by comparison, describes some 
developmentally inappropriate educational practices for this age group. They include 
large, impersonal school settings offering impersonal adult interactions, a fragmented 
(departmentalized) curriculum with complete focus on academic learning and neglect of 
social and emotional development, and a teacher and administrator controlled learning 
environment where student voices are not heard or respected. 
Dawson (2010) also points out an important functional change that occurs when 
students transition out of elementary school. Many students with underlying executive 
skill weaknesses are able to navigate the demands of the smaller elementary school with 
some success, partially because teachers and parents can readily provide supports for 
under-developed skills. Beginning in middle school two things happen that exposes the 
vulnerabilities of these students: First, entering an environment with multiple teachers 
and expectations can place significant stress on already weak personal organizational 
structures. Second, the built-in supports of teachers and parents tend to drop off as there 
are limited opportunities for home-school communication and teachers tend to expect 
students to be more organizationally independent. 
Executive Functioning Interventions 
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Dawson (20 10, 20 14) puts forth some whole-class (tier 1) universal interventions 
aimed at helping all students develop executive skills. They include the establishment of 
organizational routines, development, explanation, and review of class rules, 
establishment of class wide electronic information systems, explicit instruction of study 
and organizational skills incorporated into the subject matter being taught, and fun 
activities contingent on whole class goal attainment. Teachers are encouraged to transfer 
to students more self-directed activities such as long-term project planning as these 
functional skills are attained. Considering the aims of this action research project, some 
ofthese recommended strategies can be extended across the school day and in all subject 
areas. It is important to understand that the multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) 
outlined by Dawson are best practices and explicit strategies. While middle school aged 
children would logically benefit from explicit instruction, repetition, and supports, a 
literature review revealed no evidence based universal instruction practices targeting 
executive skill building of middle school students within the school setting. 
Cantin et al. (2012) suggest that intervention should come after a comprehensive 
assessment process. Interventions should then target specific executive functioning skill 
components. The authors suggest that interventions should be multi-faceted. 
Recommended components include computerized training and specialized curricula, 
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physical exercise, character training, and best practices in teaching such as classroom 
routines, a supportive environment encouraging independent thinking and problem 
solving strategies, behavior management, and stress reduction. Teachers "should strive to 
create a classroom environment of low stress, high confidence, and social bonding." 
Taken together, these researchers suggest that executive skills are associated with 
the attainment of academic skills and can be developed and enhanced during childhood 
and adolescence. A multi-faceted approach to executive skill attainment and refinement 
is also suggested. The literature that currently exists focuses on various splinter skills of 
executive functioning. There does not appear to be a large body of peer-reviewed 
research addressing the methods of enhancing executive skills or the practical challenges 
of applying executive functioning theories to the school setting. 
A tremendous opportunity exists for the development of evidence-based universal 
(tier 1) approaches to the instruction of executive skills embedded within the core 
curriculum. In that way, all students, regardless of their place on the executive skill 
development continuum, can glean the benefits of high quality universal instruction. 
Therefore, the current study attempts to answer the following research question: Can the 
implementation of universal strategies to a departmentalized seventh grade class 
contribute to a significant improvement in overall executive skills? 
CHAPTER III 
METHOD 
Setting and Participants 
This study took place at a small, parochial elementary school located outside of a 
major U.S. city. Preliminary interviews with school administrators indicated they were 
receptive to this participatory process of developing grade wide executive skill 
development interventions. The participants were the 40 seventh graders enrolled at the 
school during the 2014-15 academic year as well as their teachers, administrators, and 
parents. The seventh grade program is academically challenging and departmentalized, 
with students transitioning from class to class throughout the academic day. Over the 
course of one week, seventh grade students transition through math, science, social 
studies, language arts, computer technology, world language (Spanish), physical 
education, art, music, and religion classes. With 40 students enrolled in the grade, the 
students are divided into two separate classes. There are 12 teachers and two 
administrators who work directly with the seventh grade class. 
Procedures and Measures 
In the spring of 2014, the author conducted interviews with different stakeholder 
groups representing middle school including parents, current and former students, 
teachers, and administrators. At that time, the author received Institutional Review Board 
Approval from Loyola University Chicago to conduct this action research project at this 
Catholic school located in a suburb outside of a major U.S. city. The Institutional 
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Review Board Approval contained informed consent forms for the stakeholder survey 
and administration of the Executive Skills Questionnaire-Teen Version ( Guare, Dawson 
& Guare, 2013) as well as informed assent for the questionnaire (see Appendices D, E, 
and F). The school principal's consent for this action research project was also granted 
(see Appendix G). 
In the summer of2014, the author provided a PowerPoint presentation to school 
administrators and seventh grade teachers (see Appendix A). The purposes of the 
PowerPoint presentation were to introduce the educators to the concept of executive 
functioning and the developmental aspects of this skill, explore the ways that these skills 
can be explicitly taught to the entire seventh grade, and reviewed the purpose and time 
line of this study. 
The stakeholder survey was piloted and then fully administered to incoming 
seventh grade parents, school administrators, and seventh grade staff (see Appendix B). 
The online stakeholder survey was open from August to September 2014. At that time, 
the stakeholder survey link was made available to all seventh grade parents, teachers and 
administrators. The goal was to identify the functional and academic needs of seventh 
grade students as identified by key adult stakeholders. This was a means to an end and 
regarded as essential to the action research process; therefore, the stakeholder survey 
should be considered methodology for the purpose of performing a needs assessment. 
The survey was constructed to include Likert Scale responses for quantitative data as well 
as open-ended questions for text analysis. 
Among the 19 respondents, 68% self-identified as parents and the remaining 32% 
self-identified as school staff. Question 2 asked, "How important is it for middle school 
13 
students to develop each of these executive skills?" Respondents were then presented 
with nine different "splinter skills" to consider. 
Using a seven-point Likert Scale, nine different types of executive skills were 
listed and the respondents were asked to characterize each one along the scale from "very 
unimportant" to "very important." Results are illustrated in Figure 1 as follows : 
How imp rtant is it for middle scho I 
students to develop each of these executive 
skills? 
Emotional 
self-control 
Organization 
Goal setting 
and ... 
Planning and 
prioritizing 
Time 
m::~nagomont. 
Seeing the 
whole pictu re 
Keeping 
attention 
Study skills 
Flexible, 
relaxed, and ... 
0 2 3 4 5 6 7 0 9 
Figure 1. How important is it for middle school students to develop each of these 
executive skills? 
10 
14 
Very Unimpor- Some- Neither Some- Important Very Total Weighted 
unim- tant what important what Im portant Average portant unim- nor unim- impor-
port ant portant tant 
Emotional self- 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.26% 36.84% 52.63% 
control 0 0 0 1 
19 6.21 
7 10 
Organization 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 10.53% 84.21% 
19 6.58 
0 0 0 0 2 16 
Goal setting and 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 36.84% 57.89% 
follow-through 0 0 0 0 
19 6.32 
7 11 
Plann ing and 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 21.05% 73.68% 
prioritizing 19 6.47 1 0 0 0 0 4 14 
Time 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 31.58% 63.16% 
management 19 6.37 0 0 0 0 6 12 
Seeing the 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.26% 47.37% 42.11% 
whole picture 19 6.11 0 0 0 1 9 8 
Keeping 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.26% 52.63% 36.84% 
attentio n 19 6.05 0 0 0 1 10 7 
Study skills 5.26% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 21.05% 73.68% 
19 6.47 
0 0 0 0 4 14 
Flex ible, 5 .26% 0.00% 0.00% 0 .00% 15.79% 31.58% 47.37% 
relaxed, and 0 0 0 3 6 9 19 6.05 
adjustable 
thinking 
Figure 2. Stakeholder Survey Results 
Overall, the survey results indicated that the respondents viewed all of these 
executive skills as falling between the important ( 6 on the Likert Scale) and very 
important (7 on the Likert Scale) classifications. Specifically, the lowest weighted 
average score was 6.05 for both "flexible, relaxed, and adjustable thinking" and "keeping 
attention." The highest weighted average score was 6.58 for "organization." 
When stakeholders were asked Question 4: "How satisfied are you with the way 
(this school) prepares students for the ACADEMIC transition to high school? (Examples: 
Knowledge, study skills, time management skills, and test preparation)" the responses 
yielded a weighted average of 5.3 7, which falls between "somewhat satisfied" ( 5 on the 
Likert Scale) and "satisfied" ( 6 on the Likert Scale). 
Similarly, Question 6 asked: "How satisfied are you with the way (this school) 
prepares students for the NON-ACADEMIC transition to high school? (Examples: 
Managing stress, developing good relationships with classmates and teachers, having 
good coping strategies)". The responses yielded a weighted average score of 5.95. 
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Some survey questions asked respondents to provide open-ended written 
responses. Specifically, stakeholders were asked to elaborate on each quantitative 
question: Question 3: "Please look at the skills listed in question #2. Which executive 
skill do you think is the most important to teach?" Questions 5 and 7 asked respondents 
to elaborate on their satisfaction with the school's academic and non-academic 
preparation of students for the transition to high school. Finally, question 8 was open-
ended: "Is there anything else you would like to add?" 
The small sample size of stakeholder survey respondents (N= 19) and the wide 
range of written responses to the open-ended questions did yield some common themes. 
Using text analysis capabilities, the most frequently used executive functioning 
vocabulary words and phrases (occurring at least four times) were "organization" and 
"study skills." Taken together, the stakeholder survey did not yield any clear direction in 
terms of a grade-wide strategy to address executive skill development. 
In October 2014, this author reviewed the survey results with the seventh grade 
teachers and administrators. Collaboratively, the educators developed three executive 
skill-enhancing strategies that would be provided to all seventh grade students across the 
core curriculum. They were: 
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~ Request that all 7th grade students use their planners throughout the academic 
day as they transition from class to class. 
~ Select three moments during the day when all students will be asked to pull 
out their planners to increase adherence to this strategy. 
~ Have all 7th grade teachers upload all assignments and assessments onto a 
universal online calendar. 
The seventh grade teachers agreed to implement these executive skill-enhancing 
strategies immediately. There was a brief discussion as to whether these strategies should 
be held off until the seventh grade students completed the executive skills questionnaire 
as a pre-intervention measure. However, given the collective enthusiasm around these 
strategies as well as the ethical consideration of withholding strategies that would support 
the students' learning, the decision was made to proceed straightaway. 
All seventh grade students completed and scored the Executive Skills 
Questionnaire-Teen Version (Guare et al., 2013) in November 2014 as a pre-intervention 
measurement. This two-page questionnaire asks students to evaluate their own executive 
skill development on a 7 -point Likert Scale. Descriptive responses range from "strongly 
disagree" (Likert value of 1) to "strongly agree" (Likert value of 7). The questionnaire is 
comprised of 33 statements. Each of the 11 executive skills identified by Dawson and 
Guare (2009) are addressed separately within the questionnaire in three-statement 
clusters. 
It is important to understand that Guare et al. (20 13) created this questionnaire for 
exploratory purposes only. The Executive Skills Questionnaire was designed to be a tool 
within a larger toolkit towards the development of self-understanding and personalized 
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strategies. This questionnaire was not developed for the purposes of standardization or 
clinical research. As such, after completing the questionnaire, all students were 
instructed to score and record their own executive skill strengths and weaknesses in their 
planners. 
In January 2015, this author visited the two seventh grade classes during the 
school day and engaged in open-ended discussions about executive skills. The list of the 
open-ended discussion topics is provided in Appendix C. Specifically, the following 
themes were discussed in the two 45-minute sessions with the students: 
~ Defining executive skills 
~ Time management skills for middle school 
~ Different learning preferences within the class 
~ Breaking down large assignments into parts 
~ Importance of using planner and calendar 
~ How these implemented strategies have been helpful (or not) 
Following these trimester long interventions, the executive skills questionnaire 
was re-administered to the seventh grade class in February 2015. Then, the aggregate 
average score was calculated for the November 2014 and February 2015 administrations 
of the Executive Skills Questionnaire-Teen Version. Since only three questions on the 
questionnaire contributed to each of the executive skill developmental stages, the 
decision was made to analyze the averages of all 33 questions. 
Individual student questionnaire responses had to meet certain criteria to be 
included in this study. First, only students and families that provided informed assent and 
consent were included in the study. Also, only students that completed both pre and post 
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intervention questionnaires were included. All of the seventh grade students completed 
and scored the questionnaires in religion class in November and again in February; 
however, only the questionnaire responses that met these two inclusionary criteria (N=27) 
were measured for the purposes of this study. 
CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
The results of the adult stakeholder survey did not identify a specific set of 
executive skills targeted for school based universal intervention. The survey did reveal 
that the school staff, administrators, and parents generally valued all of the 
developmentally attained executive skills identified by Dawson and Guare (2009) 
equally. In response to this ambiguous result, a follow up meeting with staff and 
administrators took place in October 2014. At the meeting, the results of the survey was 
shared and staff discussed their concerns regarding students skills and the school-wide 
systems that support and hinder overall executive skill development in the seventh grade 
class. A consensus was reached. These educators developed a set of strategies and 
techniques t_hat would be initiated immediately and provided to all of the seventh grade 
students throughout the departmentalized middle school curriculum. 
Executive skill development was measured with the use of the Executive Skills 
Questionnaire-Teen Version. The aggregate average scores were based on the averages 
of each of the 27 students whose results were included in this study. 
Figure 3 provides a summary of the results. Specifically, the mean questionnaire 
scores of each student included in the study (N = 27) were combined into an aggregate 
average score for the pre (M = 3.199) and post (M = 2.937) intervention phases. This 
was a one-group pre-post test design. 
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An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare these two mean scores. 
There was a significant difference between the mean scores: t = l. 785 (26), p = < .05 . 
These results suggest that the cluster of independent variables identified in the 
methods section did support the hypothesis. Therefore, based on questionnaire results, 
executive skills did improve overall for this departmentalized seventh grade class. 
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Figure 3. Pre and Post Questionnaire Results 
CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 
Our research question sought to answer the following: Can the implementation of 
universal strategies to a departmentalized seventh grade class contribute to a significant 
improvement in overall executive skills? These results suggest that the application of an 
assortment of environmental, experiential, and developmental modifications brought 
about overall measureable improvement in executive skill abilities in the seventh grade 
class. The statistically significant result of this universal intervention effort may be 
accounted for by an assortment of variables. Possible independent variables to consider 
include the increased awareness of students and teachers, the impact of students 
completing and scoring their questionnaires as well as engaging in an open discussion in 
class, implementation of universal strategies in all departmentalized classes, and the 
natural developmental process of middle school aged students. 
Teacher Awareness 
Teachers were made aware of the importance of executive skill functioning 
through the use of shared articles, a power point presentation, participating in and 
reviewing the results of the stakeholder survey, and the development and implementation 
of strategies to the entire seventh grade class. 
Student Awareness 
Similarly, students became more aware of these critical functional skills 
throughout the action research experience. Many imbedded opportunities for awareness 
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included the completion and scoring of the Executive Skills Questionnaire and 
participation in a class wide discussion as well as the implementation of executive skill 
enhancing strategies across the entire seventh grade classes. 
Completion and Scoring of the Executive Skills Questionnaire 
22 
In this study, seventh grade students each completed a questionnaire and then 
scored their responses. These responses were itemized according to the eleven 
developmental stages of executive skill development according to Dawson and Guare 
(2009). In developmental order, these are: Response inhibition, working memory, 
emotional control flexibility, sustained attention, task initiation, planning/prioritizing, 
organization, time management, goal-directed persistence, and metacognition. It is 
possible that the experience of completing and scoring these questionnaires in November 
and again ten weeks later in February may have provided insights that hastened the 
development and refinement of these executive skills. 
Strategies Implemented Across All Classes 
The purpose of the adult stakeholder surveys was to gain a collective 
understanding of the executive skill priorities of parents and school staff. In reviewing 
the survey results, school administrators and the departmentalized seventh grade team 
developed some specific strategies to be implemented and reinforced in all classes 
throughout the school day. Presumably, these strategies were meaningful to these 
educators; therefore, more likely to be implemented regularly and with fidelity. 
Student Discussions 
Students engaged in open discussions with the principal investigator in their 
seventh grade classes. The discussions were semi-structured and covered topics such as 
23 
the definition of executive functioning, time management techniques, learning and study 
preferences, breaking down large assignments and tasks into smaller and more 
manageable parts, and the ways that using a planner can support academic performance 
in middle school. 
Human Development 
Finally, it is possible that the significant executive skill growth captured in the 
student self-administered questionnaires would have happened absent of any other 
strategies or interventions. From a developmental perspective, these enhanced skills 
typically emerge in middle school. Without a control group and a more robust sample 
size, we do not know if the significant difference measured over the 10 weeks is a direct 
consequence of all of the procedures put into place. 
Because this was an action research study, the stakeholders largely developed 
their own specific universal intervention strategies. As such, it would not have been 
proper to create an experimental design that would have exposed only some of the 
students to the strategies. The stakeholders expressed in the survey the magnitude of 
importance they all place on overall executive skill development. Therefore, this study 
provided significant results paired with an ambiguous understanding of the effects of 
each independent variable. 
It is also important to consider that the statistical significance was gleaned from a 
self-report measure. Therefore, the differences in scores, over time, are based on the 
subjective experiences of each student. While we argue that questionnaire completion 
and scoring can be a valuable learning opportunity in and of itself, it would be important 
to consider other measures of executive skill growth. These can include structured 
24 
observations and norm referenced executive functioning checklist results as well as 
measureable performances of executive tasks such as recording assignments in planners 
and homework completion rates. 
Future Directions and Implications 
At the local level and from an action research perspective, this study has been the 
catalyst for some substantial changes at the Catholic school. To date, the educators have 
implemented the same seventh grade tier 1 strategies with the current sixth grade students 
and intend to implement the intervention across the entire middle school program (sixth, 
seventh, and eighth grades) for the 2015-16 academic year. Additionally, they intend for 
the sixth grade to participate in a similar open discussion about executive skills and 
learning and study styles. The online calendar, which was initially discussed as a strategy 
for the seventh grade in October 2014 is now fully operational and contains posts for the 
entire middle school program. It would be important at this point to consider data that 
can be gathered to evaluate the implementation of these strategies. 
In more general terms, this study allowed for the expansion of knowledge about 
the importance of executive skills for the school community. At this point in time, the 
identification of evidence-based executive skill strategies within a multi-tiered system of 
support is just emerging. Next steps should be a collaborative effort among researchers 
and educators in developing a dense framework of proven universal, targeted, and 
intensive supports across childhood and adolescence. 
This study offered an initial examination of some of the contributing variables 
towards an evidence-based universal (tier l) intervention. It is possible that this 
significant finding is the result of the cumulative mindfulness and efforts of students and 
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school staff. It is also possible, as discussed earlier, that these developmental 
improvements would have come about organically-without any explicit instruction or 
universal strategies. Further study is needed to identify and isolate all of these variables 
to determine what single strategy or combinations of strategies are the most efficacious. 
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411712015 [SURVEY PREVIEW MODEl (TI'Is) Catholic Sc:t1oa lncorring 7lh Grade S1xVi1f 
(This) Catholic School lncorn in(J lth (!r:ld<} :Survey 
1. Please Identify Yourself 
Parent 
School Staff 
2. How important is it for middle school students to develop each of these executive 
skills? 
Emotional self-control 
Organization 
Goal setting and 
follow-through 
Planning and 
prioritizing 
lime management 
Seeing the whole 
picture 
Keeping attention 
Study skills 
Flexible, relaxed, and 
adjustable thinking 
neither 
~.ery . rt t somewhat important 
unimportant ummpo an unimportant nor 
unimportant 
somewhat 
important 
important very 
important 
3. Please look at the skills listed in question #2. Which executive skill do you think is 
the most important to teach? 
J 
4. How satisfied are you with the way (this school) prepares students for the 
ACADEMIC transition to high school? (Examples: Knowledge, study skills, time 
management skills, and test preparation) 
https:il\v.<.w.SUI"\e)010tliey.ccm's.aspli?PREVIEW_MODE=DO_NOT_USE_THIS_LINK_FOR_COLLECTION&sm=b~ABx%2faTaJ4KaFqollli\bA%2bcA8zky... 1/3 
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411712015 (SURVEY PR!o'VIEWMODEJ (This) Catholic &:hoollncorring 71h Grade &Kwy 
very dissatisfied dissatisfied somewhat neither satisfied somewhat satisfied very satisfied 
dissatisfied nor dissatisfied satisfied 
5. Please Explain 
6. How satisfied are you with the way (this school) prepares students for the NON-
ACADEMIC transition to high school? (Examples: Managing stress, developing good 
relationships with classmates and teachers, having good coping strategies) 
very dissatisfied dissatisfied 
7. Please Explain 
somewhat neither satisfied somewhat 
dissatisfied nor dissatisfied satisfied 
J 
8. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
Thank You! 
Done 
Powered by SurveyMonkey 
O!eck out our sarrole surveys and create your own now! 
satisfied very satisfied 
Mps:/M\WI.s1.ll'\e)m(l<ll'.comts.aspx?f'REVIEW_MODE• DO _NOT _USE_ THIS_UNK_FOR_ COLlECTION&sm=b2wY AB>1%21aTa>IKsF q o8V\bA%:2bcASzl<,'... 213 
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Discussion Questions: 
What do you think of when you hear the term "executive skills"? 
According to the questionnaire that you all took, what are some of your executive skill 
strengths? Weaknesses? 
Did any of the results surprise you? Why? 
Where do you think that you learn these skills? 
Can you think of a time when you figured out a way to make 
studying/organizing/planning easier for you? 
What strategies would you like to share with your classmates? 
How do you prepare for a test? 
How do you use your time when you get home from school? 
How do you keep track of all of your assignments, appointments, and responsibilities? 
What advice can you give a younger Catholic school student about managing seventh 
grade? 
What lessons have you learned so far about what it takes to be organized for middle 
school? 
What do you think that you still need to work on? 
How can your teachers support your executive skill growth? 
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xxxxx 
CATHOLIC SCHOOL 
Dear XXXXX staff and incoming 7th grade families, 
As a school psych~ogist and a doctoral student in school psy<;hology at Loyola Ur.iversily Chicago I am hvolved i1 an action 
research prOJect rwclving Xxxxx School The project is under the superviSn of Dr Pesce from the School of Education at Loyola 
University Ch1cago and titled "An action research project a1med at emar.cmg the executive skiHs of a depa1tmentalied seventh grade 
dass." The pl'oje<:l is Omng c..cnducted as a requirement for my doctorate. 
Specifically, the purpose of tho study is to ur.derstand which executive skills are the ones most valued by xxxx:x parents and staff 
and to understand the ways xxxxx prepares students for the \ransitlon to h!gh schooL With this understandlr,g, we plan to implement 
some instructional and systemic changes wtthin X)QO(:x and then measure executive skill development in the 20 l4· 15 seventh grade 
class 
Toward lhts end lam asking you fOf your voluntary participation in Uus aclion rP.search study. Should you decide to partfdpate. you 
will be asked to complete a suivey that is estimated to take no more than ten minutes to complete. Your particlpallon would be 
greatly appreciated and your responses WTII be confidential and anonymous. ryou do not want to be h this study, vou do not have 
to parbclpate. Even 1fyou decide to participate, you are free not to .answer any question or to withdraw from participation at any tlme 
without penalty. If you complete and submit this anonymous survey we will be unable to extract this anonymous data from the 
dalabase should you wish it to be withdrawn. 
There are no foreseeable risks involved tn complellng this survey beyond those experier:ced in everyday life. Ycu will benefit in 
knowing you have participated in shaping the way Xxxxx teaches executive skills ar.d prepares students for the transition to high 
SCtlOO!. 
li you are i'lterested in participating, you may either complete I he s01vey attached to this letter or complete this survey onll'le 
Comp~eted paper swveys can be placed ilthe attached envelope and returned to a labeled bin in the Parish office. Those secure 
survey responses will be held h a !ocked•cation and destroyed fOllowing collection and scoring 
The online survey, which may be accessed at ht!o:rl/yiyNI swyeymonkoy cgm f§fHQX?RFC is a secure site operated by 
surveymonkey.com. Your !P address will be suppressed to insure there Is no way you can be identified. 
'M'iether you are completing the attached paper survey or the online survey, please sign and date here. Ycur signature below 
ndicates that you ha\'e read and understood the information provided above, have had an opportunity to ask quesUons, and agree 
ta participate in this research study. You WI:! ba given a copy of th•s form to keep for your records 
You may p!ace this signed consent in the attached enve!ope and retum 1t to the labeled bin In the Parish office 
Signature:----------------------
Date-----------------------
If you have any questions, please contact me at JMQI)gn®cqs od" or my Loyola sponsor for this re!earch. Or. Ross Pesce at 
Rpesce@luc.edu. Moreover. should you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you may rontact the 
l.oyola University Office of Research SC!vicas at 773·508~2689 
Thank you for your voluntary participation in this action research pro1ect 
Sincerely, 
Jacqueli'le Gilson 
~~---·-
loyo:a UnNefsi~ Chicago: lakeside Carr.puses 
Institutional Review Soard tor 
The ?rotecUon ot Human Subjects 
Date of Approva 1_ Q_6'0V2Ql:t 
Approval Expires: 0427U.Ol5_. __ _ 
SChool psychologist and doctoral c-.andidate in school psychology a! Loyola University Chfcago 
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XXX: XX 
CATHOLIC SCHOOL 
DearXxxxx CatholfcSchoor seventh grade parents, www. xxxxxschool.com 
As a school psychologist and a doctoraf student insct:ool psychology at Loyob Unflerslty Chicago, lam invoWed nan action 
research project involving the seventh grade class at Xxxxx. The project ts under the supervision of Dr Pesce from the School of 
Education at Loyola University Chtago and titled ''An acUon research project aimed at enhancing the executive skills of a 
departmentalized seventh grade class." The proje\..1 is being conducted as a requirement for my doctorate. You are being asked to 
give perm1sslon for your chtld to take part i1 a research study 
Specifically, the purpose of the study is to understand which executive skills are the ones most valued byXxxxx parents and stalt 
and to understand the ways Xxxxx prepares students for the transrtlon to high school. W1th thts understanding, \"'a have implemented 
some hstructional and systemic changes within XxXXX's seventh grade prograro. Now we are hoping to measure e)(ecutlve skdl 
development i1 the 2014~15 seventh grade cfass. Your child is being asked to participate because we woufd lii<eto measure the 
executive skills your chii1 possesses at the beginning or the school year and again h lhewinter. 
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before decid!ng whether to allow your chl:.tto partic:pate in :his 
study. If you agree to allow your child to be in the study, he/she will be asked to complete and score the Executive Sk1lls 
Questionnaire Teen Version two times-at the start of this school year·and agam lnthe winter. 
There are no foreseeable risks fivclved in completing the questionnaire beyond those experienced neveryday life. Your child wlll 
benefit from gaini1g hsighl mto hrsiher executive strengths and weaknesses now and over time. The responses will be confidential 
Questionnaires for both administrations Will be coded so that no names appear on the questionnaires. A randomly assigned number 
Will be placed on your chid's questionnaire each time lhe questionnaire 5 filled out the list of participants and their assigned 
numberswJII remain confidential and stored ina secure manner. The$9 secure questionnaire responses will be held ina locked 
location anddesttoyed following the last questionnaire administrallon and score collection. 
Partlcipatronisvoiuntary. ~you do not want your child to beinthls study. he/she dces not have to participate. Even ifyou decide 
to allow your child to participate, he/she is free not to answer any question or to withdraw from participation at any time without 
penalty. The decision to not cooperate Will have no effect on the provision of education and supports to your child 
If you have any questions, please contact me at JMGllsog@cps erJu or my Loyola sponsor for this research, Dr. Ross Pesce at 
Rpesce@fuc.edu. Moreover, shcu!d you have any questions about your child's rights as a research participant you may contact ha 
t.oyo!a University Office of Research Services at 773-508·2689 
Your signature below indicates that you have read and understood the Information pro'Vided above, have had an opportunity to ask 
questions and agree to allow your chitito parti:lpate hthis research study. You wiUbeQven a copy otthis tonn !o keep for your 
records. 
Thank you for your conslderalion 
Jacquelile Gilson 
LaneTechschool psychologist and doctoral candidate inschoolpsychology at Loyola University Chicago 
Parent's/Guardlan's Signature 
Researcher's Sig~ature 
Loyola Unt:,ers1ty Ch,cgo:lake.slde Campusal! 
hsututooaiRaview BcardfOi' 
Tha Protection ofHumanSubj&cls 
O.ieof App<oval:._ Q§'Qp.!..Q.!4 
Approval 
Expl'G$ 
Date 
Date 
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XXXXX SCHOOL 
Project Title: An action research project aimed at enhancing the executive skills of a 
departmentalized seventh grade class 
Principal Investigator: Jackie Gilson, school psychologist 
We are doing an action research study to improve the executive skills (such as 
decision making, planning, and organizing) of the xxxxx seventh grade class. The 
xxxxx seventh grade team is doing this because we think these skills are important 
for success in middle school and beyond. We administered surveys to all xxxxx 
teachers as well as your families last spring. We used these survey results to 
improve the way we teach and support the growth in these skills. 
Now it is time to measure your executive skills as you see them. If you decide to 
that you want to be part of this study, you can complete the Executive Skills 
Questionnaire Teen Version on the next two pages. It will take about ten minutes to 
complete and score. You will be administered this questionnaire now and again this 
winter. 
We think that you will benefit from thinking more about your own executive skills and 
knowing that your skill development really matters to us. We also hope that your 
teachers will learn more about the way 7th graders develop these skills over time. 
When we are finished with this study, we will write a report about what we learned. 
This report will not include your name or that you were in the study. Your responses 
are anonymous. We will not know how you personally answered these questions. 
After recording your anonymous scores, the questionnaires will be destroyed. 
You do not have to be in the study if you do not want to be. If you decide to stop 
after we begin, that's also okay. Your parents know about this study, too. 
Thank you! 
APPENDIXG 
SCHOOL PRINCIPAL CONSENT FOR ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT 
41 
42 
May 21,2014 
To whom it may concern: 
As the principal at xxxxx School, I have been communicating with Jackie Gilson, a school 
psychologist and Loyola University Chicago graduate student, about her action research 
project planned for our school. The project is titled "An action research project aimed 
at enhancing the executive skills of a departmentalized seventh grade class." 
This participatory action research project is a collective effort engaging our seventh 
grade team administrators and staff as well as the 2014-15 academic year seventh grade 
students and families. 
Two Loyola faculty members have also been providing guidance to Ms. Gilson in the 
design and implementation of this project. I understand that this project is outlined in 
the Loyola University IRB application. I also understand and approve of all procedures 
outlined in the proposal, including but not limited to, the survey contents, survey 
administration to all identified stakeholders, and storing and analyzing the data 
obtained. 
If I can provide any additional information, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
Sincerely, 
xxxxxxxxxxxxx 
Principal 
REFERENCE LIST 
Anderson, P., & Doyle, L. (2004). Executive functioning on school-aged children who 
were born very preterrn or with extremely low birth weight in the 1990s. 
Pediatrics, 114(1 ), 50-57. 
Armstrong, T. (2006). The best schools: How human development research should inform 
educational practice. Alexandria, VA: ASCD. 
Best, J.R., Miller, P.H., & Naglieri, J.A. (2011). Relations between executive function 
and academic achievement from ages 5 to 17 in a large, representative national 
sample. Learning and Individual Differences, 21, 327-336. 
Cantin, R.H., Mann, T.D., & Hund, A.M. (2012). Executive functioning predicts school 
readiness and success: implications for assessment and intervention. 
Communique, 41(4), 20-21. 
Ciccantelli, L.A., & Vakil, S. (2011). Case study ofthe identification, assessment and 
early intervention of executive function deficits. International Journal of Early 
Childhood Special Education, 3(1), 1-12. 
Danie1sson, H., Henry, L., Messer, D., & Ronnberg, J. (2012). Strengths and weaknesses 
in executive functioning in children with intellectual disability. Research in 
Developmental Disabilities, 33(2), 600-607. 
Dawson, P. (2010, October). Lazy or not? Educational Leadership, 68(2), 35-38. 
Dawson, P. (2014). Best practices in assessing and improving executive skills. In P. 
Harrison, & A. Thomas (Eds.), Best practices in school psychology: Systems-level 
services. Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 
Dawson, P., & Guare, R. (2009, March). Executive skills: The hidden curriculum. 
Principal Leadership: High School Edition, 9(7), 10-14. 
Dawson, P., & Guare, R. (2012). Coaching students with executive skills deficits. New 
York, NY: Guilford. 
Field, S., Parker, D., Sawilowsky, S., & Rolands, L. (2013). Assessing the impact of 
ADHD coaching services in university students' learning skills, self-regulation, 
and well-being. Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 26( 1 ), 67-
81. 
43 
44 
Flook, L., Smalley, S., Kitil, M., Galla, B., Kaiser-Greenland, S., Locke, J., Ishijima, E., 
& Kasari, C. (20 1 0). Effects of mindful awareness practices on executive 
functions in elementary school children. Journal of Applied School Psychology, 
26, 70-95. 
Guare, R., Dawson, P., & Guare, C. (2013). Smart but scattered teens. New York, NY: 
Guilford. 
Kubesch, S., Walk, L., Spitzer, M., Kammer, T., Lainburg, A., Heim, R., & Hille, K. 
(2009). A 30-minute physical education program improves students' executive 
attention. Mind, Brain, and Education, 3( 4), 235-242. 
Langberg, J., Dvorsky, M., & Evans, S. (2013). What specific facets of executive 
function are associated with academic functioning in youth with Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder? Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 41, 
1145-1159. 
Miller, M., Nevado-Montenegro, A.J., & Hinshaw, S.P. (2012). Childhood executive 
function continues to predict outcomes in young adult females with and without 
childhood-diagnosed ADHD. Journal of Abnormal Childhood Psychology, 40, 
657-668. 
Prencipe, A., Kesek, A., Cohen, J., Lamm, C., Lewis, M., & Zelazo, P. (2011). 
Development of hot and cool executive function during the transition to 
adolescence. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, I 08, 621-63 7. 
Reynolds, C.R., & Horton, A.M. (2008). Assessing executive functions: A life-span 
perspective. Psychology in the Schools, 45(9), 875-892. 
Stringer, E.T. (2013). Action research (4th ed.). Los Angeles, CA: SAGE. 
VITA 
Jacqueline Mink Gilson is the daughter of Bayla Mink and Yehezkel Mink. She 
was born in Brooklyn, New York on December 10, 1970 and currently resides in 
Chicago, Illinois with her two children. 
Jacqueline Gilson attended the New York City Public Schools; specifically, 
Public School 158, Intermediate School 167, and Stuyvesant High School. She graduated 
from the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1992 with a Bachelor of Arts in both 
Anthropology and Psychology. In 1995, Jacqueline earned a Certificate of Advanced 
Graduate Study in School Psychology from Tufts University. 
Jacqueline has worked as a school psychologist her entire professional career and 
has performed that role in Massachusetts, California, and Illinois. The majority of her 
career, she has been employed by the Chicago Public Schools (CPS). During her tenure 
at CPS, she has served in early childhood, elementary school, middle school, high school, 
and therapeutic day school settings. 
Currently, she is assigned to two Chicago public high schools, Lane Tech College 
Prep and DeVry University Advantage Academy. Her professional interests include 
providing high quality tiered interventions within the urban school setting, the delivery of 
restorative and executive skill building opportunities for students within a multi-tiered 
system of support, and transition planning. 
Jacqueline has been an active volunteer for various organizations throughout her 
lifetime. Her experiences as an adult literacy volunteer and as a counselor for children 
45 
46 
with developmental disabilities have been particularly transformative. Since 1995, 
Jacqueline has coordinated the Feed the Hungry program at Temple Shalom of Chicago. 
On a personal note, Jacqueline has been grateful for her graduate education at 
Loyola and its focus on social justice. This doctoral degree represents the completion of 
a life-long dream. She is thankful for the guidance of her professors, classmates, and 
colleagues as well as the support she has received from family and friends. Most of all, 
she would like to recognize her "symphony"-her children Grace and Michael. 
DOCTORAL RESEARCH PROJECT APPROVAL SHEET 
The Doctoral Research Project submitted by Jacqueline M. Gilson has been read and 
approved by the following committee: 
Rosario C. Pesce, Ph.D., Director 
Clinical Assistant Professor and School Psychology Coordinator of Clinical Training 
School of Education 
Loyola University Chicago 
Lynne Golomb, Ed.D. 
Clinical Assistant Professor 
School of Education 
Loyola University Chicago 
Anna Hamilton, Ph.D. 
School Psychologist and Coordinator 
Niles Central High School 
Niles Township High School District 219 
The final copy has been examined by the director of the Doctoral Research Project and 
the signature which appears below verifies the fact that any necessary changes have been 
incorporated and that the Doctoral Research Project is now given final approval by the 
committee with reference to content and form. 
The Doctoral Research Project is therefore accepted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of Doctor of Education. 
IiireCtOf'SSiglture ' 
